E’ “Night to His Day”

The Social Construction of Gender
Judith Lorber

Talking about gender for most people is the equivalent of fish talking about water.
Gender is so much the routine ground of everyday activities that questioning its
taken-for-granted assumptions and presuppositions is like thinking about whether
the sun will come up.' Gender is so pervasive that in our society we assume it is bred
into our genes. Most people find it hard to believe that gender is constantly created
and re-created out of human interaction, out of social life, and is the texture and order
of that social life. Yet gender, like culture, is a human production that depends on
everyone constantly “doing gender” (West and Zimmerman 1987).

And everyone “does gender” without thinking about it. Today, on the subway, |
saw a well-dressed man with a year-old child in a stroller. Yesterday, on a bus, 1 saw a
man with a tiny baby in a carrier on his chest. Seeing men taking care of small chil-
dren in public is increasingly common—at least in New York City. But both men were
quite obviously stared at—and smiled at, approvingly. Everyone was doing gender—
the men who were changing the role of fathers and the other passengers, who were
applauding them silently. But there was more gendering going on that probably fewer
people noticed. The baby was wearing a white crocheted cap and white clothes. You
couldn't tell if it was a boy or a girl. The child in the stroller was wearing a dark blue
T-shirt and dark print pants. As they started to leave the train, the father put a Yankee
baseball cap on the childs head. Ah, a boy, | thought. Then I noticed the gleam of tiny
earrings in the child’s ears, and as they got off, I saw the little flowered sneakers and
lace-trimmed socks. Not a boy after all. Gender done.

Gender is such a familiar part of daily life that it usually takes a deliberate disrup-
tion of our expectations of how women and men are supposed to act to pay attention
to how it is produced. Gender signs and signals are so ubiquitous that we usually fail
to note them—unless they are missing or ambiguous. Then we are uncomfortable
until we have successfully placed the other person in a gender status; otherwise, we
feel socially dislocated. . . .

For the individual, gender construction starts with assignment to a sex category on
the basis of what the genitalia look like at birth.” Then babies are dressed or adorned in a
way that displays the category because parents dont want to be constantly asked whether
their baby is a girl or a boy. A sex category becomes a gender status through naming, dress,
and the use of other gender markers. Once a childs gender is evident, others treat those
in one gender differently from those in the other, and the children respond to the different



treatment by feeling different and behaving differently. As soon as they can talk, they start
to refer to themselves as members of their gender. Sex doesn't come into play again until
puberty, but by that time, sexual feelings and desires and practices have been shaped by
gendered norms and expectations. Adolescent boys and girls approach and avoid each
other in an elaborately scripted and gendered mating dance. Parenting is gendered, with
different expectations for mothers and for fathers, and people of different genders work at
different kinds of jobs. The work adults do as mothers and fathers and as low-level workers
and high-level bosses, shapes womens and mens life experiences, and these experiences
produce different feelings, consciousness, relationships, skills—ways of being that we call
feminine or masculine.” All of these processes constitute the social construction of gender.

Gendered roles change—today fathers are taking care of little children, girls and boys
are wearing unisex clothing and getting the same education, women and men are working
at the same jobs. Although many traditional social groups are quite strict about maintaining
gender differences, in other social groups they seem to be blurring. Then why the one-year-
olds earrings? Why is it still so important to mark a child as a girl or a boy, to make sure
she is not taken for a boy or he for a girl? What would happen if they were? They would,
quite literally, have changed places in their social world.

To explain why gendering is done from birth, constantly and by everyone, we
have to look not only at the way individuals experience gender but at gender as a
social institution. As a social institution, gender is one of the major ways that human
beings organize their lives. Human society depends on a predictable division of
labor, a designated allocation of scarce goods, assigned responsibility for children
and others who cannot care for themselves, common values and their systematic
transmission to new members, legitimate leadership, music, art, stories, games, and
other symbolic productions. One way of choosing people for the different tasks of
society is on the basis of their talents, motivations, and competence—their dem-
onstrated achievements. The other way is on the basis of gender, race, ethnicity—
ascribed membership in a category of people. Although societies vary in the extent
to which they use one or the other of these ways of allocating people to work and
to carry out other responsibilities, every society uses gender and age grades. Every
society classifies people as “girl and boy children,” “girls and boys ready to be mar-
ried,” and “fully adult women and men,” constructs similarities among them and
differences between them, and assigns them to different roles and responsibilities.
Personality characteristics, feelings, motivations, and ambitions flow from these
different life experiences so that the members of these different groups become
different kinds of people. The process of gendering and its outcome are legitimated by
religion, law, science, and the society’s entire set of values. . . .

Western society’s values legitimate gendering by claiming that it all comes from
physiology—female and male procreative differences. But gender and sex are not
equivalent, and gender as a social construction does not flow automatically from
genitalia and reproductive organs, the main physiological differences of females and
males. In the construction of ascribed social statuses, physiological differences such
as sex, stage of development, color of skin, and size are crude markers. They are not
the source of the social statuses of gender, age grade, and race. Social statuses are



carefully constructed through prescribed processes of teaching, learning, emulation,
and enforcement. Whatever genes, hormones, and biological evolution contribute to
human social institutions is materially as well as qualitatively transformed by social
practices. Every social institution has a material base, but culture and social practices
transform that base into something with qualitatively different patterns and con-
straints. The economy is much more than producing food and goods and distributing
them to eaters and users; family and kinship are not the equivalent of having sex and
procreating; morals and religions cannot be equated with the fears and ecstasies of
the brain; language goes far beyond the sounds produced by tongue and larynx. No
one eats “money” or “credit”; the concepts of “god™ and “angels™ are the subjects of
theological disquisitions; not only words but objects, such as their flag, “speak” to
the citizens of a country.

Similarly, gender cannot be equated with biological and physiological differ-
ences between human females and males. The building blocks of gender are so-
cially constructed statuses. . . .

Genders, therefore, are not attached to a biological substratum. Gender boundaries
are breachable, and individual and socially organized shifts from one gender to an-
other call attention to “cultural, social, or aesthetic dissonances” (Garber 1992, 16). ...

For Individuals, Gender Means Sameness

Although the possible combinations of genitalia, body shapes, clothing, mannerisms,
sexuality, and roles could produce infinite varieties in human beings, the social insti-
tution of gender depends on the production and maintenance of a limited number of
gender statuses and of making the members of these statuses similar to each other.
Individuals are born sexed but not gendered, and they have to be taught to be mascu-
line or feminine.* As Simone de Beauvoir said: “One is not born, but rather becomes,
a woman . . . ; it is civilization as a whole that produces this creature . . . which is
described as feminine” (1953, 267).

Children learn to walk, talk, and gesture the way their social group says girls and
boys should. Ray Birdwhistell, in his analysis of body motion as human communica-
tion, calls these learned gender displays tertiary sex characteristics and argues that
they are needed to distinguish genders because humans are a weakly dimorphic
species—their only sex markers are genitalia (1970, 39-46). Clothing, paradoxically,
often hides the sex but displays the gender.

In early childhood, humans develop gendered personality structures and sexual orien-
tations through their interactions with parents of the same and opposite gender. As adoles-
cents, they conduct their sexual behavior according to gendered scripts. Schools, parents,
peers, and the mass media guide young people into gendered work and family roles. As
adults, they take on a gendered social status in their society’ stratification system. Gender
is thus both ascribed and achieved (West and Zimmerman 1987). . ..

Gender norms are inscribed in the way people move, gesture, and even eat. In
one African society, men were supposed to eat with their “whole mouth, whole-
heartedly, and not, like women, just with the lips, that is halfheartedly, with reservation



and restraint” (Bourdieu [1980] 1990, 70). Men and women in this society learned
to walk in ways that proclaimed their different positions in the society:

The manly man . . . stands up straight into the face of the person he approaches, or
wishes to welcome. Ever on the alert, because ever threatened, he misses nothing of
what happens around him. . . . Conversely, a well brought-up woman . . . is expected
to walk with a slight stoop, avoiding every misplaced movement of her body, her head
or her arms, looking down, keeping her eyes on the spot where she will next put her
foot, especially if she happens to have to walk past the mens assembly. (70)

. . . For human beings there is no essential femaleness or maleness, femininity or
masculinity, womanhood or manhood, but once gender is ascribed, the social order
constructs and holds individuals to strongly gendered norms and expectations. Indi-
viduals may vary on many of the components of gender and may shift genders tem-
porarily or permanently, but they must fit into the limited number of gender statuses
their society recognizes. In the process, they re-create their society’s version of women
and men: “If we do gender appropriately, we simultaneously sustain, reproduce, and
render legitimate the institutional arrangements. . . . If we fail 1o do gender appropri-
ately, we as individuals—not the institutional arrangements—may be called to account
(for our character, motives, and predispositions)” (West and Zimmerman 1987, 146).

The gendered practices of everyday life reproduce a society’s view of how women
and men should act (Bourdieu [1980] 1990). Gendered social arrangements are jus-
tified by religion and cultural productions and backed by law, but the most power-
ful means of sustaining the moral hegemony of the dominant gender ideology is
that the process is made invisible; any possible alternatives are virtually unthinkable
(Foucault 1972; Gramsci 1971).°

For Society, Gender Means Difference

The pervasiveness of gender as a way of structuring social life demands that gender
statuses be clearly differentiated. Varied talents, sexual preferences, identities, person-
alities, interests, and ways of interacting fragment the individuals bodily and social
experiences. . . . In the social construction of gender, it does not matter what men
and women actually do; it does not even matter if they do exactly the same thing. The
social institution of gender insists only that what they do is perceived as different. . . .

If gender differences were genetic, physiological, or hormonal, gender bending and
gender ambiguity would occur only in hermaphrodites, who are born with chromo-
somes and genitalia that are not clearly female or male. Since gender differences are
socially constructed, all men and all women can enact the behavior of the other, because
they know the others social script: * ‘Man’ and ‘woman’ are at once empty and overflow-
ing categories. Empty because they have no ultimate, transcendental meaning. Overflow-
ing because even when they appear to be fixed, they still contain within them alternative,
denied, or suppressed definitions™ (Scott 1988, 49). . . .

For one transsexual man-to-woman, the experience of living as a woman changed
his/her whole personality. As James, Morris had been a soldier, foreign correspondent,
and mountain climber; as Jan, Morris is a successful travel writer. But socially, James



was superior to Jan, and so Jan developed the “learned helplessness™ that is supposed
to characterize women in Western society:

We are told that the social gap between the sexes is narrowing, but I can only report
that having, in the second half of the twentieth century, experienced life in both roles,
there seems to me no aspect of existence, no moment of the day, no contact, no ar-
rangement, no response, which is not different for men and for women. The very
tone of voice in which I was now addressed, the very posture of the person next in
the queue, the very feel in the air when I entered a room or sat at a restaurant table,
constantly emphasized my change of status.

And if other’s responses shifted, so did my own. The more | was treated as woman,
the more woman | became. | adapted willy-nilly. If I was assumed to be incompetent
at reversing cars, or opening bottles, oddly incompetent 1 found myself becoming. If
a case was thought too heavy for me, inexplicably 1 found it so myself. . . . Women
treated me with a frankness which, while it was one of the happiest discoveries of my
metamorphosis, did imply membership of a camp, a faction, or at least a school of
thought; so I found myself gravitating always towards the female, whether in sharing a
railway compartment or supporting a political cause. Men treated me more and more
as junior, . . . and so, addressed every day of my life as an inferior, involuntarily, month
by month I accepted the condition. I discovered that even now men prefer women to
be less informed, less able, less talkative, and certainly less self-centered than they are
themselves; so | generally obliged them. (1975, 165-66)°

Gender as Process, Stratification, and Structure

As a social institution, gender is a process of creating distinguishable social statuses
for the assignment of rights and responsibilities. As part of a stratification system that
ranks these statuses unequally, gender is a major building block in the social struc-
tures built on these unequal statuses.

As a process, gender creates the social differences that define “woman” and “man.”
In social interaction throughout their lives, individuals learn what is expected, see
what is expected, act and react in expected ways, and thus simultaneously construct
and maintain the gender order: “The very injunction to be a given gender takes place
through discursive routes: to be a good mother, to be a heterosexually desirable ob-
ject, to be a fit worker, in sum, to signify a multiplicity of guarantees in response to
a variety of different demands all at once™ (Butler 1990, 145). Members of a social
group neither make up gender as they go along nor exactly replicate in rote fashion
what was done before. In almost every encounter, human beings produce gender,
behaving in the ways they learned were appropriate for their status, or resisting or
rebelling against these norms. Resistance and rebellion have altered gender norms,
but so far they have rarely eroded the statuses.

Gendered patterns of interaction acquire additional layers of gendered sexuality,
parenting, and work behaviors in childhood, adolescence, and adulthood.
Gendered norms and expectations are enforced through informal sanctions of
gender-inappropriate behavior by peers and by formal punishment or threat



of punishment by those in authority should behavior deviate too far from socially
imposed standards for women and men. . . .

As part of a stratification system, gender ranks men above women of the same race
and class. . . .

The further dichotomization by race and class constructs the gradations of a het-
erogeneous societys stratification scheme. . . . The dominant categories are the he-
gemonic ideals, taken so for granted as the way things should be that white is not
ordinarily thought of as a race, middle class as a class, or men as a gender. The
characteristics of these categories define the Other as that which lacks the valuable
qualities the dominants exhibit.

In a gender-stratified society, what men do is usually valued more highly than
what women do because men do it, even when their activities are very similar or
the same. In different regions of southern India, for example, harvesting rice is
men’s work, shared work, or women’s work: “Wherever a task is done by women
it is considered easy, and where it is done by [men] it is considered difficult”
(Mencher 1988, 104). A gathering and hunting society’s survival usually de-
pends on the nuts, grubs, and small animals brought in by the women’s foraging
trips, but when the men’s hunt is successful, it is the occasion for a celebration.
Conversely, because they are the superior group, white men do not have to do
the “dirty work,” such as housework; the most inferior group does it, usually
poor women of color (Palmer 1989). . . .

Societies vary in the extent of the inequality in social status of their women and
men members, but where there is inequality, the status “woman” (and its attendant
behavior and role allocations) is usually held in lesser esteem than the status “man.”
Since gender is also intertwined with a society’s other constructed statuses of differen-
tial evaluation—race, religion, occupation, class, country of origin, and so on—men
and women members of the favored groups command more power, more prestige,
and more property than the members of the disfavored groups. Within many social
groups, however, men are advantaged over women. . . .

As a structure, gender divides work in the home and in economic production,
legitimates those in authority, and organizes sexuality and emotional life (Connell
1987,91-142). . ..

When gender is a major component of structured inequality, the devalued genders
have less power, prestige, and economic rewards than the valued genders. In countries
that discourage gender discrimination, many major roles are still gendered; women still
do most of the domestic labor and child rearing, even while doing full-time paid work;
women and men are segregated on the job and each does work considered “appropri-
ate”; women’s work is usually paid less than men’s work. Men dominate the positions of
authority and leadership in government, the military, and the law; cultural productions,
religions, and sports reflect mens interests. . . .

Gender inequality—the devaluation of “women” and the social domination of
“men”"—has social functions and a social history. It is not the result of sex, procre-
ation, physiology, anatomy, hormones, or genetic predispositions. It is produced and
maintained by identifiable social processes and built into the general social structure



and individual identities deliberately and purposefully. The social order as we know
it in Western societies is organized around racial ethnic, class, and gender inequality.
I contend, therefore, that the continuing purpose of gender as a modern social institution
is to construct women as a group to be the subordinates of men as a group. The life of
everyone placed in the status “woman” is “night to his day—that has forever been the
fantasy. Black to his white. Shut out of his system5 space, she is the repressed that ensures
the system’s functioning” (Cixous and Clément [1975] 1986, 67).

NOTES

1. Gender is, in Erving Goffman’s words, an aspect of Felicitys Condition: “any
arrangement which leads us to judge an individuals . . . acts not to be a manifestation of
strangeness. Behind Felicity’s Condition is our sense of what it is to be sane™ (1983, 27).
Also see Bem 1993; Frye 1983, 17-40; Goffman 1977.

2. In cases of ambiguity in countries with modern medicine, surgery is usually
performed to make the genitalia more clearly male or female.

3. See Butler 1990 for an analysis of how doing gender is gender identity.

4. For an account of how a potential man-to-woman transsexual learned to be femi-
nine, see Garfinkel 1967, 116-85, 285-88. For a gloss on this account that points out how,
throughout his encounters with Agnes, Garfinkel failed to see how he himself was construct-
ing his own masculinity, see Rogers 1992.

5. The concepts of moral hegemony, the effects of everyday activities (praxis) on thought
and personality, and the necessity of consciousness of these processes before political change
can occur are all based on Marx’s analysis of class relations.

6. See Bolin 1988, 149-50, for transsexual men-to-womens discovery of the dangers
of rape and sexual harassment. Devors “gender blenders™ went in the opposite direction.
Because they found that it was an advantage to be taken for men, they did not deliberately
cross-dress, but they did not feminize themselves either (1989, 126-40).
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B The Invention of Heterosexuality
Jonathan Ned Katz

Heterosexuality is old as procreation, ancient as the lust of Eve and Adam. That
first lady and gentleman, we assume, perceived themselves, behaved, and felt just
like today’s heterosexuals. We suppose that heterosexuality is unchanging, universal,
essential: ahistorical.

Contrary to that common sense conjecture, the concept of heterosexuality is only
one particular historical way of perceiving, categorizing, and imagining the social
relations of the sexes. Not ancient at all, the idea of heterosexuality is a modern
invention, dating to the late nineteenth century. The heterosexual belief, with its
metaphysical claim to eternity, has a particular, pivotal place in the social universe of
the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries that it did not inhabit earlier. This essay
traces the historical process by which the heterosexual idea was created as ahistorical
and taken-for-granted. . . .

By not studying the heterosexual idea in history, analysts of sex, gay and straight,
have continued to privilege the “normal™ and “natural™ at the expense of the “abnor-
mal” and “unnatural.” Such privileging of the norm accedes to its domination, protect-
ing it from questions. By making the normal the object of a thoroughgoing historical
study we simultaneously pursue a pure truth and a sex-radical and subversive goal:
we upset basic preconceptions. We discover that the heterosexual, the normal, and
the natural have a history of changing definitions. Studying the history of the term
challenges its power.

Contrary to our usual assumption, past Americans and other peoples named,
perceived, and socially organized the bodies, lusts, and intercourse of the sexes in
ways radically different from the way we do. If we care 1o understand this vast past
sexual diversity, we need to stop promiscuously projecting our own hetero and homo
arrangement. Though lip-service is often paid to the distorting, ethnocentric effect
of such conceptual imperialism, the category heterosexuality continues to be applied
uncritically as a universal analytical tool. Recognizing the time-bound and culturally-
specific character of the heterosexual category can help us begin to work toward a
thoroughly historical view of sex. . . .



Before Heterosexuality: Early Victorian
True Love, 1820-1860

In the early nineteenth-century United States, from about 1820 to 1860, the
heterosexual did not exist. Middle-class white Americans idealized a True Woman-
hood, True Manhood, and True Love, all characterized by “purity”—the freedom from
sensuality.! Presented mainly in literary and religious texts, this True Love was a fine
romance with no lascivious kisses. This ideal contrasts strikingly with late nineteenth-
and twentieth-century American incitements to a hetero sex.*

Early Victorian True Love was only realized within the mode of proper procreation,
marriage, the legal organization for producing a new set of correctly gendered women and
men. Proper womanhood, manhood, and progeny—not a normal male-female eros—was
the main product of this mode of engendering and of human reproduction.

The actors in this sexual economy were identified as manly men and womanly
women and as procreators, not specifically as erotic beings or heterosexuals. Eros did
not constitute the core of a heterosexual identity that inhered, democratically, in both
men and women. True Women were defined by their distance from lust. True Men,
though thought to live closer to carnality, and in less control of it, aspired to the same
freedom from concupiscence.

Legitimate natural desire was for procreation and a proper manhood or womanhood;
no heteroerotic desire was thought to be directed exclusively and naturally toward the
other sex; lust in men was roving. The human body was thought of as a means towards
procreation and production; penis and vagina were instruments of reproduction, not of
pleasure. Human energy, thought of as a closed and severely limited system, was to be used
in producing children and in work, not wasted in libidinous pleasures.

The location of all this engendering and procreative labor was the sacred sanctum
of early Victorian True Love, the home of the True Woman and True Man—a temple
of purity threatened from within by the monster masturbator, an archetypal early
Victorian cult figure of illicit lust. The home of True Love was a castle far removed
from the erotic exotic ghetto inhabited most notoriously then by the prostitute,
another archetypal Victorian erotic monster. . . .

Late Victorian Sex-Love: 1860-1892

“Heterosexuality” and “homosexuality” did not appear out of the blue in the 1890s.
These two eroticisms were in the making from the 1860s on. In late Victorian Amer-
ica and in Germany, from about 1860 to 1892, our modern idea of an eroticized
universe began to develop, and the experience of a heterolust began to be widely
documented and named. . . .

*Some historians have recently told us to revise our idea of sexless Victorians: their experience and
even their ideology, it is said, were more erotic than we previously thought. Despite the revisionists,
I argue that”purity” was indeed the dominant, early Victorian, white middle-class standard. For the
debate on Victorian sexuality see John D’Emilio and Estelle Freedman, Intimate Matters: A History of
Sexuality in America (New York: Harper & Row, 1988), p. xii.



In the late nineteenth-century United States, several social factors converged to cause
the eroticizing of consciousness, behavior, emotion, and identity that became typical
of the twentieth-century Western middle class. The transformation of the family from
producer to consumer unit resulted in a change in family members’ relation to their own
bodies; from being an instrument primarily of work, the human body was integrated into
a new economy, and began more commonly to be perceived as a means of consumption
and pleasure. Historical work has recently begun on how the biological human body
is differently integrated into changing modes of production, procreation, engendering,
and pleasure so as to alter radically the identity, activity, and experience of that body:*

The growth of a consumer economy also fostered a new pleasure ethic. This imperative
challenged the early Victorian work ethic, finally helping to usher in a major transforma-
tion of values. While the early Victorian work ethic had touted the value of economic
production, that eras procreation ethic had extolled the virtues of human reproduction.
In contrast, the late Victorian economic ethic hawked the pleasures of consuming, while
its sex ethic praised an erotic pleasure principle for men and even for women.

In the late nineteenth century, the erotic became the raw material for a new con-
sumer culture. Newspapers, books, plays, and films touching on sex, “normal” and
“abnormal,” became available for a price. Restaurants, bars, and baths opened, cater-
ing to sexual consumers with cash. Late Victorian entrepreneurs of desire incited the
proliferation of a new eroticism, a commoditized culture of pleasure.

In these same years, the rise in power and prestige of medical doctors allowed
these upwardly mobile professionals to prescribe a healthy new sexuality. Medi-
cal men, in the name of science, defined a new ideal of male-female relationships
that included, in women as well as men, an essential, necessary, normal eroticism.
Doctors, who had earlier named and judged the sex-enjoying woman a “nympho-
maniac,” now began to label womens lack of sexual pleasure a mental disturbance,
speaking critically, for example, of female “frigidity” and “anesthesia.™*

By the 1880s, the rise of doctors as a professional group fostered the rise of a new medi-
cal model of Normal Love, replete with sexuality The new Normal Woman and Man were
endowed with a healthy libido. The new theory of Normal Love was the modern medical
alternative to the old Cult of True Love. The doctors prescribed a new sexual ethic as if
it were a morally neutral, medical description of health. The creation of the new Normal
Sexual had its counterpart in the invention of the late Victorian Sexual Pervert. The at-
tention paid the sexual abnormal created a need to name the sexual normal, the better to
distinguish the average him and her from the deviant it.

Heterosexuality: The First Years, 1892-1900

In the periodization of heterosexual American history suggested here, the years 1892
to 1900 represent “The First Years” of the heterosexual epoch, eight key years in which
the idea of the heterosexual and homosexual were initially and tentatively formulated

*This reference to females reminds us that the invention of heterosexuality had vastly different im-
pacts on the histories of women and men. It also differed in its impact on lesbians and heterosexual
women, homosexual and heterosexual men, the middle class and working class, and on different

religious, racial, national, and geographic groups.



by U.S. doctors. The earliest-known American use of the word “heterosexual” occurs
in a medical journal article by Dr. James G. Kiernan of Chicago, read before the city’s
medical society on March 7, 1892, and published that May—portentous dates in
sexual history.’ But Dr. Kiernan’s heterosexuals were definitely not exemplars of nor-
mality. Heterosexuals, said Kiernan, were defined by a mental condition, “psychical
hermaphroditism.” Its symptoms were “inclinations to both sexes.” These heterodox
sexuals also betrayed inclinations “to abnormal methods of gratification,” that is,
techniques to insure pleasure without procreation. Dr. Kiernan’s heterogeneous sexu-
als did demonstrate “traces of the normal sexual appetite” (a touch of procreative
desire). Kiernan’s normal sexuals were implicitly defined by a monolithic other-sex
inclination and procreative aim. Significantly, they still lacked a name.

Dr. Kiernans article of 1892 also included one of the earliest-known uses of the
word “homosexual” in American English. Kiernan defined “Pure homosexuals” as
persons whose “general mental state is that of the opposite sex.” Kiernan thus defined
homosexuals by their deviance from a gender norm. His heterosexuals displayed a
double deviance from both gender and procreative norms.

Though Kiernan used the new words heterosexual and homosexual, an old
procreative standard and a new gender norm coexisted uneasily in his thought. His
word heterosexual defined a mixed person and compound urge, abnormal because
they wantonly included procreative and non-procreative objectives, as well as same-
sex and different-sex attractions.

That same year, 1892, Dr. Krafft-Ebing’s influential Psychopathia Sexualis was first
translated and published in the United States.* But Kiernan and Krafft-Ebing by no
means agreed on the definition of the heterosexual. In Krafft-Ebings book, “hetero-
sexual” was used unambiguously in the modern sense to refer to an erotic feeling for
a different sex. “Homo-sexual” referred unambiguously to an erotic feeling for a “same
sex.” In Krafft-Ebing’s volume, unlike Kiernan’ article, heterosexual and homosexual
were clearly distinguished from a third category, a “psycho-sexual hermaphroditism,”
defined by impulses toward both sexes.

Krafft-Ebing hypothesized an inborn “sexual instinct” for relations with the
“opposite sex,” the inherent “purpose” of which was to foster procreation. Krafft-
Ebings erotic drive was still a reproductive instinct. But the doctor’s clear focus on
a different-sex versus same-sex sexuality constituted a historic, epochal move from
an absolute procreative standard of normality toward a new norm. His definition of
heterosexuality as other-sex attraction provided the basis for a revolutionary, modern
break with a centuries-old procreative standard.

It is difficult to overstress the importance of that new way of categorizing. The
German’s mode of labeling was radical in referring to the biological sex, masculin-
ity or femininity, and the pleasure of actors (along with the procreant purpose of
acts). Krafft-Ebing’s heterosexual offered the modern world a new norm that came to
dominate our idea of the sexual universe, helping to change it from a mode of human
reproduction and engendering to a mode of pleasure. The heterosexual category pro-
vided the basis for a move from a production-oriented, procreative imperative to a
consumerist pleasure principle—an institutionalized pursuit of happiness. . . .



Only gradually did doctors agree that heterosexual referred to a normal, “other-
sex” eros. This new standard-model heterosex provided the pivotal term for the mod-
ern regularization of eros that paralleled similar attempts to standardize masculinity
and femininity, intelligence, and manufacturing.” The idea of heterosexuality as the
master sex from which all others deviated was (like the idea of the master race)
deeply authoritarian. The doctors’ normalization of a sex that was hetero proclaimed
a new heterosexual separatism—an erotic apartheid that forcefully segregated the sex
normals from the sex perverts. The new, strict boundaries made the emerging erotic
world less polymorphous—safer for sex normals. However, the idea of such creatures
as heterosexuals and homosexuals emerged from the narrow world of medicine to
become a commonly accepted notion only in the early twentieth century. In 1901, in
the comprehensive Oxford English Dictionary, “heterosexual” and “homosexual” had
not yet made it.

The Distribution of the Heterosexual
Mystique: 1900-1930

In the early years of this heterosexual century the tentative hetero hypothesis was
stabilized, fixed, and widely distributed as the ruling sexual orthodoxy: The Het-
erosexual Mystique. Starting among pleasure-affirming urban working-class youths,
southern blacks, and Greenwich-Village bohemians as defensive subculture, hetero-
sex soon triumphed as dominant culture.®

In its earliest version, the twentieth-century heterosexual imperative usually
continued to associate heterosexuality with a supposed human “need,” “drive,” or
“instinct” for propagation, a procreant urge linked inexorably with carnal lust as
it had not been earlier. In the early twentieth century, the falling birth rate, rising
divorce rate, and “war of the sexes” of the middle class were matters of increasing
public concern. Giving vent to heteroerotic emotions was thus praised as enhancing
baby-making capacity, marital intimacy, and family stability. (Only many years later,
in the mid-1960s, would heteroeroticism be distinguished completely, in practice
and theory, from procreativity and male-female pleasure sex justified in its own
name.)

The first part of the new sex norm—hetero—referred to a basic gender divergence.
The “oppositeness™ of the sexes was alleged to be the basis for a universal, normal,
erotic attraction between males and females. The stress on the sexes’ “oppositeness,”
which harked back to the early nineteenth century, by no means simply registered
biological differences of females and males. The early twentieth-century focus on
physiological and gender dimorphism reflected the deep anxieties of men about the
shifting work, social roles, and power of men over women, and about the ideals of
womanhood and manhood. That gender anxiety is documented, for example, in
1897, in The New York Times’ publication of the Reverend Charles Parkhurst’s diatribe
against female “andromaniacs,” the preachers derogatory, scientific-sounding name
for women who tried to “minimize distinctions by which manhood and womanhood



are differentiated.™ The stress on gender difference was a conservative response to the
changing social-sexual division of activity and feeling which gave rise to the indepen-
dent “New Woman” of the 1880s and eroticized “Flapper” of the 1920s.

The second part of the new hetero norm referred positively to sexuality. That novel
upbeat focus on the hedonistic possibilities of male-female conjunctions also reflected
a social transformation—a revaluing of pleasure and procreation, consumption and
work in commercial, capitalist society. The democratic attribution of a normal lust to
human females (as well as males) served to authorize womens enjoyment of their own
bodies and began to undermine the early Victorian idea of the pure True Woman—a
sex-affirmative action still part of women’s struggle. The twentieth-century Erotic
Woman also undercut nineteenth-century feminist assertion of women’s moral su-
periority, cast suspicions of lust on women’s passionate romantic [riendships with
women, and asserted the presence of a menacing female monster, “the lesbian.™. . .

In the perspective of heterosexual history, this early twentieth-century struggle
for the more explicit depiction of an “opposite-sex™ eros appears in a curious new
light. Ironically, we find sex-conservatives, the social purity advocates of censorship
and repression, fighting against the depiction not just of sexual perversity but also
of the new normal heterosexuality. That a more open depiction of normal sex had
to be defended against forces of propriety confirms the claim that heterosexuality’s
predecessor, Victorian True Love, had included no legitimate eros. . . .

The Heterosexual Steps Out: 1930-1945

In 1930, in The New York Times, heterosexuality first became a love that dared to
speak its name. On April 30th of that year, the word “heterosexual” is first known
to have appeared in The New York Times Book Review. There, a critic described the
subject of André Gides The Immoralist proceeding “from a heterosexual liaison to a
homosexual one.” The ability to slip between sexual categories was referred to casu-
ally as a rather unremarkable aspect of human possibility. This is also the first known
reference by The Times to the new hetero/homo duo.”

The following month the second reference to the hetero/homo dyad ap-
peared in The New York Times Book Review, in a comment on Floyd Dells Love in
the Machine Age. This work revealed a prominent antipuritan of the 1930s using the
dire threat of homosexuality as his rationale for greater heterosexual freedom. The
Times quoted Dells warning that current abnormal social conditions kept the young
dependent on their parents, causing “infantilism, prostitution and homosexuality.”
Also quoted was Dells attack on the “inculcation of purity” that “breeds distrust of the
opposite sex.” Young people, Dell said, should be “permitted to develop normally to
heterosexual adulthood.” “But,” The Times reviewer emphasized, “such a state already
exists, here and now.” And so it did. Heterosexuality, a new gender-sex category, had
been distributed from the narrow, rarified realm of a few doctors to become a nation-
ally, even internationally, cited aspect of middle-class life.°. . .



Heterosexual Hegemony: 1945-1965

The “cult of domesticity” following World War Il—the reassociation of women
with the home, motherhood, and child-care; men with fatherhood and wage work
outside the home—was a period in which the predominance of the hetero norm went
almost unchallenged, an era of heterosexual hegemony. This was an age in which con-
servative mental-health professionals reasserted the old link between heterosexuality
and procreation. In contrast, sex-liberals of the day strove, ultimately with success,
to expand the heterosexual ideal to include within the boundaries of normality a
wider-than-ever range of nonprocreative, premarital, and extramarital behaviors. But
sex-liberal reform actually helped to extend and secure the dominance of the hetero-
sexual idea, as we shall see when we get to Kinsey.

The postwar sex-conservative tendency was illustrated in 1947, in Ferdinand Lund-
berg and Dr. Marnia Farnham’s book, Modern Woman: The Lost Sex. Improper mas-
culinity and femininity were exemplified, the authors decreed, by “engagement in
heterosexual relations . . . with the complete intent to see to it that they do not eventu-
ate in reproduction.™! Their procreatively defined heterosex was one expression of a
postwar ideology of fecundity that, internalized and enacted dutifully by a large part
of the population, gave rise to the postwar baby boom.

The idea of the feminine female and masculine male as prolific breeders was also
reflected in the stress, specific to the late 1940s, on the homosexual as sad symbol of
“sterility"—that particular loaded term appears incessantly in comments on homosex
dating to the fecund forties.

In 1948, in The New York Times Book Review, sex liberalism was in ascendancy.
Dr. Howard A. Rusk declared that Alfred Kinsey’s just published report on Sexual Be-
havior in the Human Male had found “wide variations in sex concepts and behavior.”
This raised the question: “What is ‘normal’ and “abnormal?” In particular, the report
had found that “homosexual experience is much more common than previously
thought,” and “there is often a mixture of both homo and hetero experience.™?

Kinseys counting of orgasms indeed stressed the wide range of behaviors and
feelings that fell within the boundaries of a quantitative, statistically accounted het-
erosexuality. Kinseys liberal reform of the hetero/homo dualism widened the narrow,
old hetero category to accord better with the varieties of social experience. He thereby
contradicted the older idea of a monolithic, qualitatively defined, natural procreative
act, experience, and person.”’

Though Kinsey explicitly questioned “whether the terms ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’
belong in a scientific vocabulary,” his counting of climaxes was generally under-
stood to define normal sex as majority sex. This quantified norm constituted a
final, society-wide break with the old qualitatively defined reproductive standard.
Though conceived of as purely scientific, the statistical definition of the normal as
the-sex-most-people-are-having substituted a new, quantitative moral standard for
the old, qualitative sex ethic—another triumph for the spirit of capitalism.



Kinsey also explicitly contested the idea of an absolute, either/or antithesis between
hetero and homo persons. He denied that human beings “represent two discrete
populations, heterosexual and homosexual.” The world, he ordered, “is not to be di-
vided into sheep and goats.” The hetero/homo division was not natures doing: “Only
the human mind invents categories and tries to force facts into separated pigeon-
holes. The living world is a continuum.™"*

With a wave of the taxonomist’s hand, Kinsey dismissed the social and histori-
cal division of people into heteros and homos. His denial of heterosexual and ho-
mosexual personhood rejected the social reality and profound subjective force of a
historically constructed tradition which, since 1892 in the United States, had cut the
sexual population in two and helped to establish the social reality of a heterosexual
and homosexual identity.

On the one hand, the social construction of homosexual persons has led to the
development of a powerful gay liberation identity politics based on an ethnic group
model. This has freed generations of women and men from a deep, painful, socially
induced sense of shame, and helped to bring about a society-wide liberalization of
attitudes and responses to homosexuals.'” On the other hand, contesting the notion
of homosexual and heterosexual persons was one early, partial resistance to the limits
of the hetero/homo construction. Gore Vidal, rebel son of Kinsey, has for years been
joyfully proclaiming;

there is no such thing as a homosexual or a heterosexual person. There are only homo-
or heterosexual acts. Most people are a mixture of impulses if not practices, and what
anyone does with a willing partner is of no social or cosmic significance.

So why all the fuss? In order for a ruling class to rule, there must be arbitrary pro-
hibitions. Of all prohibitions, sexual taboo is the most useful because sex involves
everyone. . . . we have allowed our governors to divide the population into two teams.
One team is good, godly, straight; the other is evil, sick, vicious.'®

Heterosexuality Questioned: 1965-1982

By the late 1960s, anti-establishment counterculturalists, fledgling feminists, and
homosexual-rights activists had begun to produce an unprecedented critique of sex-
ual repression in general, of women’s sexual repression in particular, of marriage and
the family—and of some forms of heterosexuality. This critique even found its way
into The New York Times.

In March 1968, in the theater section of that paper, freelancer Rosalyn Regel-
son cited a scene from a satirical review brought to New York by a San Francisco
troupe:

a heterosexual man wanders inadvertently into a homosexual bar. Before he realizes
his mistake, he becomes involved with an aggressive queen who orders a drink for
him. Being a broadminded liberal and trying to play it cool until he can back out of
the situation gracefully, he asks, “How do you like being a ah homosexual?” To which
the queen drawls drily, “How do you like being ah whatever it is you are?”



Regelson continued:

The Two Cultures in confrontation. The middle-class liberal, challenged today on
many fronts, finds his last remaining fixed value, his heterosexuality, called into ques-
tion. The theater . . . recalls the strategies he uses in dealing with this ultimate threat
to his world view."”

Heterosexual History: Out of the Shadows

Our brief survey of the heterosexual idea suggests a new hypothesis. Rather than naming
a conjunction old as Eve and Adam, heterosexual designates a word and concept, a norm
and role, an individual and group identity, a behavior and feeling, and a peculiar sexual-
political institution particular to the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Because much stress has been placed here on heterosexuality as word and concept,
it seems important to affirm that heterosexuality (and homosexuality) came into ex-
istence before it was named and thought about. The formulation of the heterosexual
idea did not create a heterosexual experience or behavior; to suggest otherwise would
be to ascribe determining power to labels and concepts. But the titling and envision-
ing of heterosexuality did play an important role in consolidating the construction of
the heterosexual’s social existence. Before the wide use of the word “heterosexual,” 1
suggest, women and men did not mutually lust with the same profound, sure sense
of normalcy that followed the distribution of “heterosexual” as universal sanctifier.

According to this proposal, women and men make their own sexual histories.
But they do not produce their sex lives just as they please. They make their sexuali-
ties within a particular mode of organization given by the past and altered by their
changing desire, their present power and activity, and their vision of a better world.
That hypothesis suggests a number of good reasons for the immediate inauguration
of research on a historically specific heterosexuality.

The study of the history of the heterosexual experience will forward a great intel-
lectual struggle still in its early stages. This is the fight to pull heterosexuality, homo-
sexuality, and all the sexualities out of the realm of nature and biology [and] into the
realm of the social and historical. Feminists have explained to us that anatomy does
not determine our gender destinies (our masculinities and femininities). But we've
only recently begun to consider that biology does not settle our erotic fates. The com-
mon notion that biology determines the object of sexual desire, or that physiology
and society together cause sexual orientation, are determinisms that deny the break
existing between our bodies and situations and our desiring. Just as the biology of our
hearing organs will never tell us why we take pleasure in Bach or delight in Dixieland,
our female or male anatomies, hormones, and genes will never tell us why we yearn
for women, men, both, other, or none. That is because desiring is a self-generated
project of individuals within particular historical cultures. Heterosexual history can
help us see the place of values and judgments in the construction of our own and
others’ pleasures, and to see how our erotic tastes—our aesthetics of the flesh—are
socially institutionalized through the struggle of individuals and classes.



The study of heterosexuality in time will also help us to recognize the vast historical
diversity of sexual emotions and behaviors—a variety that challenges the monolithic
heterosexual hypothesis. John D’Emilio and Estelle Freedman’s Intimate Matters: A
History of Sexuality in America refers in passing to numerous substantial changes in
sexual activity and feeling: for example, the widespread use of contraceptives in the
nineteenth century, the twentieth-century incitement of the female orgasm, and the
recent sexual conduct changes by gay men in response to the AIDS epidemic. It's now
a commonplace of family history that people in particular classes feel and behave in
substantially different ways under different historical conditions.'® Only when we
stop assuming an invariable essence of heterosexuality will we begin the research to
reveal the full variety of sexual emotions and behaviors.

The historical study of the heterosexual experience can help us understand the erotic
relationships of women and men in terms of their changing modes of social organization. Such
modal analysis actually characterizes a sex history well underway.' This suggests that
the eros-gender-procreation system (the social ordering of lust, femininity and mascu-
linity, and baby-making) has been linked closely to a society’s particular organization of
power and production. To understand the subtle history of heterosexuality we need to
look carefully at correlations between (1) society’s organization of eros and pleasure; (2)
its mode of engendering persons as feminine or masculine (its making of women and
men); (3) its ordering of human reproduction; and (4) its dominant political economy:
This General Theory of Sexual Relativity proposes that substantial historical changes in
the social organization of eros, gender, and procreation have basically altered the activ-
ity and experience of human beings within those modes.*®

A historical view locates heterosexuality and homosexuality in time, helping us dis-
tance ourselves from them. This distancing can help us formulate new questions that
clarify our long-range sexual-political goals: What has been and is the social function of
sexual categorizing? Whose interests have been served by the division of the world into
heterosexual and homosexual? Do we dare not draw a line between those two erotic
species? Is some sexual naming socially necessary? Would human freedom be enhanced
if the sex-biology of our partners in lust was of no particular concern, and had no
name? In what kind of society could we all more freely explore our desire and our flesh?

As we move [into the year 2000], a new sense of the historical making of the het-
erosexual and homosexual suggests that these are ways of feeling, acting, and being
with each other that we can together unmake and radically remake according to our
present desire, power, and our vision of a future political-economy of pleasure.
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Transgender Feminism
Queering the Woman Question
Susan Stryker

Many years ago, | paid a visit to my son’ kindergarten room for parent-teacher night.
Among the treats in store for us parents that evening was a chance to look at the
My Favorite Things book that each child had prepared over the first few weeks of
classes. Each page was blank except for a pre-printed line that said ‘My favorite color is
(blank)’ or ‘My favorite food is (blank)’, or ‘My favorite story is (blank)’; students were
supposed to fill in the blanks with their favorite things and draw an accompanying
picture. My son had filled the blanks and empty spaces of his book with many such
things as ‘green’, ‘pizza’ and ‘Goodnight Moon’, but 1 was unprepared for his response
to ‘My favorite animal is (blank)". His favorite animal was ‘yeast’. I looked up at the
teacher, who had been watching me in anticipation of this moment. ‘Yeast?’ | said,
and she, barely suppressing her glee, said, “Yeah. And when I asked why yeast was his
favorite animal, he said, “It just makes the category animal seem more interesting.”
At the risk of suggesting that the category ‘woman’ is somehow not interesting
enough without a transgender supplement, which is certainly not my intent, 1 have
to confess that there is a sense in which ‘woman’, as a category of human person-
hood, is indeed, for me, more interesting when we include transgender phenomena
within its rubric. The work required to encompass transgender within the bounds of
womanhood takes womens5 studies, and queer feminist theorising, in important and
necessary directions. It takes us directly into the basic questions of the sex/gender
distinction, and of the concept of a sex/gender system, that lie at the heart of Anglo-
phone feminism. Once there, transgender phenomena ask us to follow basic femi-
nist insights to their logical conclusion (biology is not destiny, and one is not born a
woman, right?). And yet, transgender phenomena simultaneously threaten to refig-
ure the basic conceptual and representational framework within which the category
‘woman’ has been conventionally understood, deployed, embraced and resisted.
Perhaps ‘gender’, transgender tells us, is not related to ‘sex’ in quite the same way
that an apple is related to the reflection of a red fruit in the mirror; it is not a mimetic
relationship. Perhaps ‘sex’ is a category that, like citizenship, can be attained by the
non-native residents of a particular location by following certain procedures. Perhaps
gender has a more complex genealogy, at the level of individual psychobiography as
well as collective socio-historical process, than can be grasped or accounted for by the
currently dominant binary sex/gender model of Eurocentric modernity. And perhaps
what is to be learned by grappling with transgender concerns is relevant to a great



many people, including nontransgendered women and men. Perhaps transgender
discourses help us think in terms of embodied specificities, as women’s studies has
traditionally tried to do, while also giving us a way to think about gender as a system
with multiple nodes and positions, as gender studies increasingly requires us to do.
Perhaps transgender studies, which emerged in the academy at the intersection of
feminism and queer theory over the course of the last decade or so, can be thought
of as one productive way to ‘queer the woman question’.! If we define ‘transgender
phenomena’ broadly as anything that disrupts or denaturalises normative gender, and
which calls our attention to the processes through which normativity is produced and
atypicality achieves visibility, ‘transgender’ becomes an incredibly useful analytical
concept. What might ‘transgender feminism'—a feminism that focuses on marginal-
ised gender expressions as well as normative ones—look like?

As an historian of the United States, my training encourages me to approach cur-
rently salient questions by looking at the past through new eyes. Questions that
matter now, historians are taught to think, are always framed by enabling conditions
that precede them. Thus, when I want to know what transgender feminism might
be, I try to learn what it has already been. When 1 learned, for example, that the
first publication of the post-WWII transgender movement, a short-lived early 1950s
magazine called Transvestia, was produced by a group calling itself The Society for
Equality in Dress (Meyerowitz 2002, 179), I not only saw that a group of male trans-
vestites in Southern California had embraced the rhetoric of first wave feminism and
applied the concept of gender equality to the marginalised topic of cross-dressing;
[ also came to think differently about Amelia Bloomer and the antebellum clothing
reform movement. To the extent that breaking out of the conventional constructions
of womanhood is both a feminist and transgender practice, what we might conceiv-
ably call transgender feminism arguably has been around since the first half of the
nineteenth century.

Looking back, it is increasingly obvious that transgender phenomena are not lim-
ited to individuals who have ‘transgendered’ personal identities. Rather, they are sign-
posts that point to many different kinds of bodies and subjects, and they can help us
see how gender can function as part of a more extensive apparatus of social domina-
tion and control. Gender as a form of social control is not limited to the control of
bodies defined as ‘women’s bodies’, or the control of female reproductive capacities.
Because genders are categories through which we recognise the personhood of oth-
ers (as well as ourselves), because they are categories without which we have great
difficulty in recognising personhood at all, gender also functions as a mechanism of
control when some loss of gender status is threatened, or when claims of membership
in a gender are denied. Why is it considered a heterosexist put-down to call some
lesbians mannish? Why, if a working-class woman does certain kinds of physically de-
manding labour, or if a middle-class woman surpasses a certain level of professional
accomplishment, is their feminine respectability called into question? Stripping away
gender, and misattributing gender, are practices of social domination, regulation and
control that threaten social abjection; they operate by attaching transgender stigma
to various unruly bodies and subject positions, not just to ‘transgendered’ ones.” . . .



Transgender issues also engage many of the foundational questions in the social
sciences and life sciences as they pertain to feminist inquiry. The biological body,
which is typically assumed to be a single organically unified natural object charac-
terised by one and only one of two available sex statuses, is demonstrably no such
thing. The so-called ‘sex of the body’ is an interpretive fiction that narrates a complex
amalgamation of gland secretions and reproductive organs, chromosomes and genes,
morphological characteristics and physiognomic features. There are far more than
two viable aggregations of sexed bodily being. At what cost, for what purposes, and
through what means do we collapse this diversity of embodiment into the social cate-
gories ‘woman’ and ‘man? How does the psychical subject who forms in this material
context become aware of itself, of its embodied situation, of its position in language,
family or society? How does it learn 1o answer to one or the other of the two personal
pronouns ‘he’ or ‘she’, and to recognise ‘it’ as a disavowed option that forecloses per-
sonhood? How do these processes vary from individual to individual, from place to
place, and from time to time? These are questions of importance to feminism, usually
relegated to the domains of biology and psychology, that transgender phenomena can
help us think through. Transgender feminism gives us another axis, along with crit-
ical race studies or disability studies, to learn more about the ways in which bodily
difference becomes the basis for socially constructed hierarchies, and helps us see in
new ways how we are all inextricably situated, through the inescapable necessity of
our own bodies, in terms of race, sex, gender or ability.

For all the reasons I have suggested, transgender phenomena are interesting for
feminism, women’s studies, gender studies, sexuality studies, and so forth. But
interesting, by itself, is not enough, when hard decisions about budgets and staffing
have to be made in academic departments, priorities and commitments actualised
through classroom allocations and affirmative action hiring. Interesting also has to be
important, and transgender is rarely considered important. All too often transgender
is thought to name only a largely irrelevant class of phenomena that occupy the mar-
ginal fringe of the hegemonic gender categories man and woman, or else it is seen
as one of the later, minor accretions to the gay and lesbian movement, along with
bisexual and intersexed. At best, transgender is considered a portent of a future that
seems to await us, for good or ill. But it remains a canary in the cultural coal mine,
not an analytical workhorse for pulling down the patriarchy and other associated so-
cial ills. As long as transgender is conceived as the fraction of a fraction of a fraction
of a movement, as long as it is thought to represent only some inconsequential out-
liers in a bigger and more important set of data, there is very little reason to support
transgender concerns at the institutional level. Transgender will always lose by the
numbers. The transgender community is tiny. In (so-called) liberal democracies that
measure political strength by the number of votes or the number of dollars, trans-
gender does not count for much, or add up to a lot. But there is another way to think
about the importance of transgender concerns at this moment in our history.

One measure of an issues potential is not how many people directly identify with
it but, rather, how many other issues it can be linked with in a productive fashion.
How, in other words, can an issue be articulated, in the double sense of ‘articulation,’



meaning both ‘to bring into language’, and ‘the act of flexibly conjoining.” Articulating
a transgender politics is part of the specialised work that I do as an activist transgen-
der intellectual. How many issues can I link together through my experience of the
category transgender?

To the extent that | am perceived as a woman (which is most of the time), I experi-
ence the same misogyny as other women, and to the extent that I am perceived as a
man (which happens every now and then), | experience the homophobia directed
toward gay men - both forms of oppression, in my experience, being rooted in a
cultural devaluation of the feminine. My transgender status, to the extent that it is
apparent to others, manifests itself through the appearance of my bodily surface and
my shape, in much the same way that race is constructed, in part, through visuality
and skin, and in much the same way that the beauty system operates by privileg-
ing certain modes of appearance. My transsexual body is different from most other
bodies, and while this difference does not impair me, it has been medicalised, and |
am sometimes disabled by the social oppression that takes aim at the specific form of
my difference. Because | am formally classified as a person with a psychopathology
known as Gender Identity Disorder, I am subject to the social stigma attached to men-
tal illness, and I am more vulnerable to unwanted medical-psychiatric interventions.
Because changing personal identification documents is an expensive and drawn-out
affair, I have spent part of my life as an undocumented worker. Because identifica-
tion documents such as drivers licenses and passports are coded with multiple levels
of information, including previous names and ‘AKAs’, my privacy, and perhaps my
personal safety, is at risk every time | drive too fast or cross a border. When I travel |
always have to ask myself whether some aspect of my appearance, some bit of data
buried in the magnetic strip on some piece of plastic with my picture on it, will cre-
ate suspicion and result in my detention? In this era of terror and security, we are all
surveyed, we are all profiled, but some of us have more to fear from the state than
others. Staying home, however, does not make me safer. If I risk arrest by engaging
in non-violent demonstrations, or violent political protest, the incarceration complex
would not readily accommodate my needs; even though | am a post-operative male-
to-female transsexual, I could wind up in a men’s prison where | would be at extreme
risk of rape and sexual assault. Because | am transgendered, | am more likely to ex-
perience discrimination in housing, employment and access to health care, and more
likely to experience violence. These are not abstract issues: | have lost jobs, and not
been offered jobs, because 1 am transgendered. 1 have had doctors walk out of exam
rooms in disgust; | have had more trouble finding and retaining housing because 1
am transgendered; | have had my home burglarised and my property vandalised, and
| have been assaulted, because | am transgendered.

Let me recapitulate what 1 can personally articulate through transgender: misog-
yny, homophobia, racism, looksism, disability, medical colonisation, coercive psy-
chiatrisation, undocumented labour, border control, state surveillance, population
profiling, the prison-industrial complex, employment discrimination, housing dis-
crimination, lack of health care, denial of access to social services, and violent hate
crimes. These issues are my issues, not because I think it is chic to be politically



progressive. These issues are my issues, not because 1 feel guilty about being white,
highly educated or a citizen of the United States. These issues are my issues, not be-
cause my bodily being lives the space where these issues intersect. I articulate these
issues when my mouth speaks the words that my mind puts together from what my
body knows. It is by winning the struggles over these issues that my body as it is lived
for me survives — or by losing them, that it will die. If these issues are your issues as
well, then transgender needs to be part of your intellectual and political agenda. It is
one of your issues.

I conclude now with some thoughts on yet another aspect of transgender articu-
lation, the one mentioned in my title, which is how transgender issues articulate,
or join together, feminist and queer projects. “Trans-" is troublesome for both LGBT
communities and feminism, but the kind of knowledge that emerges from this linkage
is precisely the kind of knowledge that we desperately need in the larger social arena.

Trans is not a ‘sexual identity’, and therefore fits awkwardly in the LGBT rubric.
That is, ‘transgender’ does not describe a sexual orientation (like homosexual, bisex-
ual, heterosexual or asexual), nor are transgender people typically attracted to other
transgender people in the same way that lesbians are attracted to other lesbians, or
gay men to other gay men. Transgender status is more like race or class, in that it cuts
across the categories of sexual identity.* Neither is transgender (at least currently, in
Eurocentric modernity) an identity term like ‘woman’ or ‘man’ that names a gender
category within a social system. It is a way of being a man or a woman, or a way of
marking resistance to those terms. Transgender analyses of gender oppression and
hierarchy, unlike more normative feminist analyses, are not primarily concerned with
the differential operations of power upon particular identity categories that create
inequalities within gender systems, but rather with how the system itself produces a
multitude of possible positions that it then works to centre or to marginalise.

Transgender practices and identities are a form of gender trouble, in that they call
attention to contradictions in how we tend to think about gender, sex and sexuality.
But the transgender knowledges that emerge from these troubling contradictions,
I want to argue, can yoke together queer and feminist projects in a way that helps
break the impasse of identity politics that has so crippled progressive movements in
the United States. Since the early 1970s, progressive politics have fragmented along
identity lines practically to the point of absurdity. While it undoubtedly has been
vital over the past few decades of movement history to enunciate the particularities
of all our manifold forms of bodily being in the world, it is equally important that we
now find new ways of articulating our commonalities without falling into the equally
dead-end logic of totalising philosophies and programmes.

Transgender studies offers us one critical methodology for thinking through the
diverse particularities of our embodied lives, as well for thinking through the com-
monalities we share through our mutual enmeshment in more global systems. Reac-
tionary political movements have been very effective in telling stories about shared
values — family, religion, tradition. We who work at the intersection of queer and
feminist movements, we who have a different vision of our collective future, need to
become equally adept in telling stories that link us in ways that advance the cause of



justice, and that hold forth the promise of happy endings for all our strivings. Bringing
transgender issues into womens studies, and into feminist movement building, is one
concrete way to be engaged in that important work.

While it is politically necessary to include transgender issues in feminist theo-
rising and organising, it is not intellectually responsible, nor ethically defensible,
to teach transgender studies in academic women’ studies without being engaged
in peer-to-peer conversations with various sorts of trans- and genderqueer people.
Something crucial is lost when academically based feminists fail to support trans-
gender inclusion in the academic workplace. Genderqueer youth who have come of
age after the ‘queer’ 90s’ are now passing through the higher education system, and
they increasingly fail to recognise the applicability of prevailing modes of feminist
discourse for their own lives and experiences. How we each live our bodies in the
world is a vital source of knowledge for us all, and to teach trans studies without
being in dialogue with trans people is akin to teaching race studies only from a
position of whiteness, or gender studies only from a position of masculinity. Why
is transgender not a category targeted for affirmative action in hiring, and valued
the same way that racial diversity is valued? It is past time for feminists who have
imagined that transgender issues have not been part of their own concerns to take
a long, hard look in the mirror. What in their own constructions of self, their own
experiences of gender, prevents their recognition of transgender people as being
somehow like themselves — as people engaged in parallel, intersecting, and over-
lapping struggles, who are not fundamentally Other?

Transgender phenomena now present queer figures on the horizon of feminist vis-
ibility. Their calls for attention are too often received, however, as an uncomfortable
solicitation from an alien and unthinkable monstrosity best left somewhere outside
the village gates. But justice, when we first [eel its claims upon us, typically points
us toward a future we can scarcely imagine. At the historical moment when racial
slavery in the United States at long last became morally indefensible, and the nation
plunged into civil war, what did the future of the nation look like? When greenhouse
gas emissions finally become equally morally indefensible, what shape will a post-
oil world take? Transgender issues make similar claims of justice upon us all, and
promise equally unthinkable transformations.” Recognising the legitimacy of these
claims will change the world, and feminism along with it, in ways we can now hardly
fathom. It is about time.

NOTES

1. This essay was first delivered as a keynote address at the Third Wave Feminism con-
ference at the University of Exeter, UK (25 July 2002); and in revised form at the Presi-
dential Session plenary on ‘Transgender Theory” at the National Women’s Studies Association
Annual Meeting, Oakland, California (17 June 2006). Many of the ideas I present here have
been worked out in greater detail elsewhere in my work (see Stryker 1994, 1998, 2004, and
2006); see also my conversation with Marysia Zalewski. For another account of the relation-
ship between recent feminist scholarship and transgender issues see Cressida Heyes.



2. My thoughts on the role of transgender phenomena for understanding US history in
general are significantly indebted to Joanne Meyerowitz (2006).

3. The concept of ‘articulation’ is taken from Emesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe (93-194).

4. See Joshua Gamson on the trouble transgender presents to identity movements.

5. On monstrosity and justice see Nikki Sullivan.
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E) Debunking the Pathology of
Poverty

Susan Greenbaum

The House Budget Committee’s March 3, 2014 report, The War on Poverty: 50 Years Later;'
states that “the single most important determinant of poverty is family structure,” closely
followed by a disinclination to work. The sponsor of the report, Rep. Paul Ryan, R-Wisc.,
claims the problem is single-parent households raising children with neither the desire
nor capacity to acquire skills to support themselves as adults—creating a vicious cycle
of dependency persisting across generations. He blames government-sponsored social
programs for permitting the lazy among us to avoid taking responsibility for themselves
and their children, and he believes the cure for this self-inflicted condition is tough love:
Poor people need stronger incentives to get off the couch and find a job. . . .

Ryan traces his ideas about family structure to the 1965 Moynihan Report, written
by Daniel Patrick Moynihan, then an assistant secretary in the Department of Labor
and later a U.S. Senator from New York. Moynihan argued that poverty is perpetuated
by defective cultural values, an idea more generally known as the culture of poverty.
That term was coined in 1959 by Oscar Lewis, an anthropologist, and was used
repeatedly by Michael Harrington, a popular journalist who wrote about American
poverty, but as a theory it was heavily disputed by most social scientists until the mid-
1980s. With the rise of conservative politics and periodic declines in the economy,
this allegedly scientific concept has repeatedly served as a convenient explanation
for persistent inequality, a state of affairs that benefits the wealthy and the politicians
who serve their interests. Instead of plumbing the pathologies of elite culture, re-
cently labeled “affluenza,” a sociopathic disorder based on too much privilege, most
poverty research has focused on the decisions and values of single mothers in poor
neighborhoods and their allegedly errant menfolk and delinquent sons.

A Cultural Plague

In his report, officially titled The Negro Family: The Case for National Action, Moynihan
claimed that African-American family values produced too many fatherless house-
holds and nurtured what he called a “tangle of pathology,” a self-perpetuating, self-
defeating cultural flaw responsible for persistently high rates of poverty and violent
crime. Conservative columnists and politicians seized on the report, promulgated
by a liberal in Lyndon B. Johnsons administration, as official evidence that African-
American culture was dangerously pathological. Civil rights leaders saw it as an

Greenbaum, Susan.“Debunking the Pathology of Poverty.” Al Jazeera America, March 26, 2014.
Reprinted courtesy of Al Jazeera America. http://america.aljazeera.com/opinions/2014/3/culture
-of-povertysocialwelfarepaulryanaffluenza.html
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attempt to blame the black community for systemic problems of racial discrimin-
ation. A wide spectrum of academic researchers criticized the report, finding errors
and mistaken statistical logic; it was a hasty analysis wrapped in provocative rhetoric.
Over the next decade, more evidence was brought forth that challenged Moynihan’s
data and assumptions (and Lewis’). By the late 1970s, the premise that poor people
have a distinctive culture that causes them to fail seemed to have been rejected.

Reagan’s election in 1980, however, rehabilitated the culture of poverty concept
by invoking images of welfare queens and the supposed dangers of a dependent
underclass. In 1984, Charles Murray, a fellow at the American Enterprise Institute,
wrote a popular book called Losing Ground, which claimed harmful social programs
and bad behavior by the poor were the main causes of the growing poverty of the
era. Liberal academics countered that unemployment in deindustrialized urban areas
was the main cause of poverty, though some of their cohort also conceded Moyni-
han’s original premise, arguing that economic failure partly resulted from ineffective
parenting within the underclass. Once again, cause and effect were up for grabs, and
conservatives (then, as now) opted for the appealing explanation that poor people
cause their own problems.

. .. Murray is a co-author of The Bell Curve, published in 1994, which contro-
versially posited a genetic link between race and 1Q. His 2008 book, Coming Apart,
argued that the white lower classes were largely abandoning marriage and family fi-
delity, that they too have been infected with the tangle of pathology. The steep rise in
single-parent households among whites and Latinos is decried as a spreading cultural
plague of bad family values, but what these trends actually confirm is the connection
between a lagging economy and the ability of poor people to afford marriage.

Charting the poverty rate against other historical data shows that recessions bring
steep rises in poverty and recoveries bring declines. The current rate is just over
15 percent (up from 11 percent in 2000), which is where it has been since 2009. It
was also that high in 1983 and 1993, both periods of economic decline. Poverty has
not returned to the extreme rates of the early 1960s (when it was over 20 percent),
before the federal government enacted anti-poverty programs, which played an im-
portant role in reducing poverty in the recessions that followed. Earlier peaks were
short-lived. Today, though, poverty has remained at 15 percent for nearly five years.
We are warned that this is the new normal, and, disturbingly, so it seems to be.

Bad Behavior from the Top

So what causes poverty? What precipitates recessions that throw people out of work
and curtail vital services in cash-strapped municipalities and states? The last one,
which began in 2008, resulted from bad behavior, though not by poor people. Rather,
we saw fraudulent and predatory practices by the captains of finance, corrupt behav-
ior by regulators and elected officials and an ethos condoning exploitation at all
levels of the economy, especially against the most vulnerable. These practices are also
cultural — driven by the rationalized prerogatives of people with too much wealth and
power — and they wreak much more havoc than the shortcomings of poor parents.




For example, the decision of many employers to short workers’ wages by not pay-
ing for overtime or by altering records of time and tips is a costly cultural choice. The
Economic Policy Institute determined? that wage theft in 2008 amounted to almost
$200 million, nearly four times the haul from all types of robberies in 2009 (about
$57 million). The Wall Street—caused collapse of 2008 saw 3.6 million jobs lost and
up to 4 million home foreclosures, including a great many black and Latino victims of
fraudulent, predatory mortgages. The wealthy perpetrators of this bad behavior have
been perversely rewarded. Meanwhile, the racial wealth gap has grown enormously
since 2008. Wealth inequality in the U.S. is greater now than at any time since 1928,
and the share funneled to the top 1 percent continues to grow. . . .

It is time to put an end to this canard once and for all. Until we stop blaming
the wrong people and accept the fact that government can help, we will perpetuate
the current dystopic state as the new normal. We need to lift the fog induced by the
so-called culture of poverty and recognize that we really could wage an effective war
against poverty.
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@ Disability and the Justification of
Inequality in American History
Douglas C. Baynton

Since the social and political revolutions of the eighteenth century, the trend
in western political thought has been to refuse to take for granted inequalities
between persons or groups. Differential and unequal treatment has continued, of
course, but it has been considered incumbent on modern societies to produce a
rational explanation for such treatment. In recent decades, historians and other schol-
ars in the humanities have studied intensely and often challenged the ostensibly
rational explanations for inequalities based on identity—in particular, gender, race,
and ethnicity. Disability, however, one of the most prevalent justifications for inequal-
ity, has rarely been the subject of historical inquiry.

Disability has functioned historically to justify inequality for disabled people
themselves, but it has also done so for women and minority groups. That is, not only
has it been considered justifiable to treat disabled people unequally, but the concept
of disability has been used to justify discrimination against other groups by attribut-
ing disability to them. Disability was a significant factor in the three great citizenship
debates of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: women5 suffrage, African
American freedom and civil rights, and the restriction of immigration. When catego-
ries of citizenship were questioned, challenged, and disrupted, disability was called
on to clarify and define who deserved, and who was deservedly excluded from, citi-
zenship. Opponents of political and social equality for women cited their supposed
physical, intellectual, and psychological flaws, deficits, and deviations from the male
norm. These flaws—irrationality, excessive emotionality, physical weakness—are in
essence mental, emotional, and physical disabilities, although they are rarely dis-
cussed or examined as such. Arguments for racial inequality and immigration restric-
tions invoked supposed tendencies to feeble-mindedness, mental illness, deafness,
blindness, and other disabilities in particular races and ethnic groups. Furthermore,
disability figured prominently not just in arguments for the inequality of women and
minorities but also in arguments against those inequalities. Such arguments took the
form of vigorous denials that the groups in question actually had these disabilities;
they were not disabled, the argument went, and therefore were not proper subjects
for discrimination. Rarely have oppressed groups denied that disability is an adequate
justification for social and political inequality. Thus, while disabled people can be
considered one of the minority groups historically assigned inferior status and sub-
jected to discrimination, disability has functioned for all such groups as a sign of and
justification for inferiority. . . .

From The New Disability History, Paul K. Longmore and Lauri Umansky, eds. Copyright © 2000
New York University Press. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.



The metaphor of the natural versus the monstrous was a fundamental way of
constructing social reality in Edmund Burke’s time. By the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, however, the concept of the natural was 1o a great extent dis-
placed or subsumed by the concept of normality.’ Since then, normality has been
deployed in all aspects of modern life as a means of measuring, categorizing, and
managing populations (and resisting such management). Normality is a complex
concept, with an etiology that includes the rise of the social sciences, the science
of statistics, and industrialization with its need for interchangeable parts and inter-
changeable workers. It has been used in a remarkable range of contexts and with a
bewildering variety of connotations. The natural and the normal both are ways of
establishing the universal, unquestionable good and right. Both are also ways of es-
tablishing social hierarchies that justify the denial of legitimacy and certain rights to
individuals or groups. Both are constituted in large part by being set in opposition to
culturally variable notions of disability—just as the natural was meaningful in rela-
tion to the monstrous and the deformed, so are the cultural meanings of the normal
produced in tandem with disability”. . . .

As an evolutionary concept, normality was intimately connected to the western
notion of progress. By the mid-nineteenth century, nonwhite races were routinely
connected to people with disabilities, both of whom were depicted as evolutionary
laggards or throwbacks. As a consequence, the concept of disability, intertwined with
the concept of race, was also caught up in ideas of evolutionary progress. Physical
or mental abnormalities were commonly depicted as instances of atavism, reversions
to earlier stages of evolutionary development. Down’s syndrome, for example, was
called Mongolism by the doctor who first identified it in 1866 because he believed the
syndrome to be the result of a biological reversion by Caucasians to the Mongol racial
type. Teachers of the deaf at the end of the century spoke of making deaf children
more like “normal” people and less like savages by forbidding them the use of sign
language, and they opposed deaf marriages with a rhetoric of evolutionary progress
and decline. . ..

Disability arguments were prominent in justifications of slavery in the early to
mid-nineteenth century and of other forms of unequal relations between white and
black Americans after slaverys demise. The most common disability argument for
slavery was simply that African Americans lacked sufficient intelligence to participate
or compete on an equal basis in society with white Americans. This alleged deficit
was sometimes attributed to physical causes, as when an article on the “diseases
and physical peculiarities of the negro race” in the New Orleans Medical and Surgical
Journal helpfully explained, “It is the defective hematosis, or atmospherization of the
blood, conjoined with a deficiency of cerebral matter in the cranium, and an excess of
nervous matter distributed to the organs of sensation and assimilation, that is the true
cause of that debasement of mind, which has rendered the people of Africa unable
to take care of themselves.” Diseases of blacks were commonly attributed to “inferior
organisms and constitutional weaknesses,” which were claimed to be among “the
most pronounced race characteristics of the American negro.” While the supposedly
higher intelligence of “mulattos” compared to “pure” blacks was offered as evidence




for the superiority of whites, those who argued against “miscegenation” claimed to
the contrary that the products of “race-mixing” were themselves less intelligent and
less healthy than members of either race in “pure” form.” A medical doctor, John Van
Evrie of New York, avowed that the “disease and disorganization” in the “abnormal,”
“blotched, deformed” offspring of this “monstrous” act “could no more exist beyond a
given period than any other physical degeneration, no more than tumors, cancers, or
other abnormal growths or physical disease can become permanent.” Some claimed
greater “corporeal vigor” for “mixed offspring” but a deterioration in “moral and in-
tellectual endowments,” while still others saw greater intelligence but “frailty,” “less
stamina,” and “inherent physical weakness.™

A second line of disability argument was that African Americans, because of their
inherent physical and mental weaknesses, were prone to become disabled under con-
ditions of freedom and equality. A New York medical journal reported that deafness
was three times more common and blindness twice as common among free blacks
in the North compared to slaves in the South. John C. Calhoun, senator from South
Carolina and one of the most influential spokesmen for the slave states, thought it a
powerful argument in defense of slavery that the “number of deaf and dumb, blind,
idiots, and insane, of the negroes in the States that have changed the ancient relation
between the races™ was seven times higher than in the slave states.”

While much has been written about the justification of slavery by religious leaders
in the South, more needs to be said about similar justifications by medical doctors.
Dr. Samuel Cartwright, in 1851, for example, described two types of mental illness
to which African Americans were especially subject. The first, Drapetomania, a con-
dition that caused slaves to run away—"as much a disease of the mind as any other
species of mental alienation"—was common among slaves whose masters had “made
themselves too familiar with them, treating them as equals.” The need to submit to
a master was built into the very bodies of African Americans, in whom “we see ‘genu
flexit’ written in the physical structure of his knees, being more flexed or bent, than
any other kind of man.” The second mental disease peculiar to African Americans,
Dysaesthesia Aethiopis—a unique ailment differing “from every other species of men-
tal disease, as it is accompanied with physical signs or lesions of the body"—resulted
in a desire to avoid work and generally to cause mischief. It was commonly known to
overseers as “rascality.” Its cause, similar to that of Drapetomania, was a lack of firm
governance, and it was therefore far more common among free blacks than among
slaves—indeed, nearly universal among them—although it was a “common occur-
rence on badly-governed plantations™ as well.®

Dr. Van Evrie also contributed to this line of thought when he wrote in the 1860s
that education of African Americans came “at the expense of the body, shortening
the existence™ and resulted in bodies “dwarfed or destroyed” by the unnatural exer-
tion. “An ‘educated negro,’ like a ‘free negro,’ is a social monstrosity, even more un-
natural and repulsive than the latter.” He argued further that, since they belonged
to a race inferior by nature, all blacks were necessarily inferior to (nearly) all whites.
It occasionally happened that a particular white person might not be superior to all
black people because of a condition that “deforms or blights individuals; they may



be idiotic, insane, or otherwise incapable.” But these unnatural exceptions to the
rule were “the result of human vices, crimes, or ignorance, immediate or remote.”
Only disability might lower a white person in the scale of life to the level of being of
a marked race.” . . .

Daryl Michael Scott has described how both conservatives and liberals have long
used an extensive repertory of “damage imagery” to describe African Americans. Con-
servatives “operated primarily from within a biological framework and argued for the
innate inferiority of people of African descent” in order to justify social and politi-
cal exclusion. Liberals maintained that social conditions were responsible for black
inferiority and used damage imagery to argue for inclusion and rehabilitation; but
regardless of their intentions, Scott argues, liberal damage imagery “reinforced the be-
liel system that made whites [eel superior in the first place.” Both the “contempt and
pity” of conservatives and liberals—a phrase that equally well describes historically
prevalent attitudes toward disabled people—{ramed Americans of African descent
as defective. Scott cites the example of Charles S. Johnson, chair of the social sci-
ence department and later president of Fisk University, who told students in a 1928
speech that “the sociologists classify Negroes with cripples, persons with recognized
physical handicaps.” Like Johnson, Scott is critical of the fact that “African Americans
were often lumped with the “defective,” ‘delinquent,” and dependent classes.” This is
obviously a bad place to be “lumped.” Scott does not ask, however, why that might
be the case.® The attribution of disease or disability to racial minorities has a long
history. Yet, while many have pointed out the injustice and perniciousness of attribut-
ing these qualities to a racial or ethnic group, little has been written about why these
attributions are such powerful weapons for inequality, why they were so furiously
denied and condemned by their targets, and what this tells us about our attitudes
toward disability.

During the long-running debate over womens suffrage in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, one of the rhetorical tactics of suffrage opponents was to point to
the physical, intellectual, and psychological flaws of women, their frailty, irrationality,
and emotional excesses. By the late nineteenth century, these claims were sometimes
expressed in terms of evolutionary progress; like racial and ethnic minorities, women
were said to be less evolved than white men, their disabilities a result of lesser evo-
lutionary development. Cynthia Eagle Russett has noted that “women and savages,
together with idiots, criminals, and pathological monstrosities [those with congenital
disabilities] were a constant source of anxiety to male intellectuals in the late nine-
teenth century.™ What all shared was an evolutionary inferiority, the result of arrested
development or atavism.

Paralleling the arguments made in defense of slavery, two types of disability ar-
gument were used in opposition to women’s suffrage: that women had disabilities
that made them incapable of using the franchise responsibly, and that because of
their frailty women would become disabled if exposed to the rigors of political par-
ticipation. The American anti-suffragist Grace Goodwin, for example, pointed to the
“great temperamental disabilities™ with which women had to contend: “woman lacks
endurance in things mental. . . . She lacks nervous stability. The suffragists who




dismay England are nervesick women.” The second line of argument, which was not
incompatible with the first and often accompanied it, went beyond the claim that
women’s flaws made them incapable of exercising equal political and social rights
with men to warn that if women were given those rights, disability would surely fol-
low. This argument is most closely identified with Edward Clarke, author of Sex in
Education; or, A Fair Chance for Girls. Clarke’s argument chiefly concerned education
for women, though it was often applied to suffrage as well. Clarke maintained that
overuse of the brain among young women was in large part responsible for the “num-
berless pale, weak, neuralgic, dyspeptic, hysterical, menorraghic, dysmenorrhoeic
girls and women” of America. The result of excessive education in this country was
“bloodless female faces, that suggest consumption, scrofula, anemia, and neuralgia.”
An appropriate education designed for their frail constitutions would ensure “a fu-
ture secure from neuralgia, uterine disease, hysteria, and other derangements of the
nervous system.”'?

Similarly, Dr. William Warren Potter, addressing the Medical Society of New York
in 1891, suggested that many a mother was made invalid by inappropriate education:
“her reproductive organs were dwarfed, deformed, weakened, and diseased, by arti-
ficial causes imposed upon her during their development.™' Dr. A. Lapthorn Smith
asserted in Popular Science Monthly that educated women were increasingly “sick and
suffering before marriage and are physically disabled from performing physiological
functions in a normal manner.” Antisuffragists likewise warned that female participa-
tion in politics invariably led to “nervous prostration™ and “hysteria,” while Dr. Alm-
roth E. Wright noted the “fact that there is mixed up with the woman’s movement
much mental disorder.” A prominent late nineteenth-century neurophysiologist,
Charles L. Dana, estimated that enfranchising women would result in a 25 percent
increase in insanity among them and “throw into the electorate a mass of voters of
delicate nervous stability . . . which might do injury to itself without promoting
the communitys good.” The answer for Clarke, Potter, and others of like mind was
special education suited to women’ special needs. As with disabled people today,
women’ social position was treated as a medical problem that necessitated separate
and special care. Those who wrote with acknowledged authority on the “woman
question” were doctors. As Clarke wrote, the answer to the “problem of woman’s
sphere . . . must be obtained from physiology, not from ethics or metaphysics.™? . . .

Disability figured not just in arguments for the inequality of women and minorities but
also in arguments against those inequalities. Suffragists rarely challenged the notion that
disability justified political inequality and instead disputed the claim that women suffered
from these disabilities. Their arguments took three forms: one, women were not disabled
and therefore deserved the vote; two, women were being erroneously and slanderously
classed with disabled people, with those who were legitimately denied suffrage; and three,
women were not naturally or inherently disabled but were made disabled by inequality—
suffrage would ameliorate or cure these disabilities. . . .

Ethnicity also has been defined by disability. One of the fundamental impera-
tives in the initial formation of American immigration policy at the end of the
nineteenth century was the exclusion of disabled people. Beyond the targeting of



disabled people, the concept of disability was instrumental in crafting the image
of the undesirable immigrant. The first major federal immigration law, the Act of
1882, prohibited entry to any “lunatic, idiot, or any person unable to take care
of himself or herself without becoming a public charge.” Those placed in the
categories “lunatic” and “idiot” were automatically excluded. The “public charge”
provision was intended to encompass people with disabilities more generally
and was left to the examining officer’s discretion. The criteria for excluding
disabled people were steadily tightened as the eugenics movement and popular
fears about the decline of the national stock gathered strength. The Act of 1891
replaced the phrase “unable to take care of himself or herself without becoming
a public charge,” with “likely to become a public charge.” The 1907 law then
denied entry to anyone judged “mentally or physically defective, such mental
or physical defect being of a nature which may affect the ability of such alien to
earn a living.” These changes considerably lowered the threshold for exclusion
and expanded the latitude of immigration officials to deny entry."*

The category of persons automatically excluded was also steadily expanded. In
1903, people with epilepsy were added and, in addition to those judged insane,
“persons who have been insane within five years previous [or] who have had two or
more attacks of insanity at any time previously.” This was reduced to one “attack”
in the 1917 law; the classification of “constitutional psychopathic inferiority” was
also added, which inspection regulations described as including “various unstable
individuals on the border line between sanity and insanity . . . and persons with
abnormal sex instincts.”'* This was the regulation under which, until recently, gays
and lesbians were excluded. One of the significant factors in lifting this ban, along
with other forms of discrimination against gays and lesbians, was the decision by the
American Psychiatric Association in 1973 to remove homosexuality from its list of
mental illnesses. That is, once gays and lesbians were declared not to be disabled,
discrimination became less justifiable.

Legislation in 1907 added “imbeciles” and “feeble-minded persons” to the list, in
addition to “idiots,” and regulations for inspectors directed them to exclude persons
with “any mental abnormality whatever . . . which justifies the statement that the
alien is mentally defective.” These changes encompassed a much larger number of
people and again granted officials considerably more discretion to judge the fitness
of immigrants for American life. Fiorello H. LaGuardia, who worked his way through
law school as an interpreter at Ellis Island, later wrote that “over fifty percent of the
deportations for alleged mental disease were unjustified,” based as they often were on
“ignorance on the part of the immigrants or the doctors and the inability of the doctors
to understand the particular immigrant’s norm, or standard.™"”

The detection of physical disabilities was a major aspect of the immigration in-
spector’s work. The Regulations for the medical inspection of immigrants in 1917
included a long list of diseases and disabilities that could be cause for exclusion,
among them arthritis, asthma, bunions, deafness, deformities, flat feet, heart disease,
hernia, hysteria, poor eyesight, poor physical development, spinal curvature, vascular
disease of the heart, and varicose veins. . . .




In short, the exclusion of disabled people was central to the laws and the work
of the immigration service. As the Commissioner General of Immigration reported
in 1907, “The exclusion from this country of the morally, mentally, and physically
deficient is the principal object to be accomplished by the immigration laws.” Once
the laws and procedures limiting the entry of disabled people were firmly established
and functioning well, attention turned to limiting the entry of undesirable ethnic
groups. Discussion on this topic often began by pointing to the general public agree-
ment that the laws excluding disabled people had been a positive, if insufhicient, step.
In 1896, for example, Francis Walker noted in the Atlantic Monthly that the necessity
of “straining out” immigrants who were “deaf, dumb, blind, idiotic, insane, pauper,
or criminal” was “now conceded by men of all shades of opinion”; indeed there was
a widespread “resentment at the attempt of such persons to impose themselves upon
us.” As one restrictionist wrote, the need to exclude the disabled was “self evident.™®

For the more controversial business of defining and excluding undesirable ethnic
groups, however, restrictionists found the concept of disability to be a powerful tool.
That is, while people with disabilities constituted a distinct category of persons un-
welcome in the United States, the charge that certain ethnic groups were mentally
and physically deficient was instrumental in arguing for their exclusion. The belief
that discriminating on the basis of disability was justifiable in turn helped justify the
creation of immigration quotas based on ethnic origin. The 1924 Immigration Act
instituted a national quota system that severely limited the numbers of immigrants
from southern and eastern Europe, but long before that, disabilities stood in for na-
tionality. Superintendents of institutions, philanthropists, immigration reformers, and
politicians had been warning for decades before 1924 that immigrants were dispro-
portionately prone to be mentally defective—up to half the immigrants from south-
ern and eastern Europe were feebleminded, according to expert opinion.'” Rhetoric
about “the slow-witted Slav,” the “neurotic condition of our Jewish immigrants,” and,
in general, the “degenerate and psychopathic types, which are so conspicuous and
numerous among the immigrants,” was pervasive in the debate over restriction.'® The
laws forbidding entry to the feebleminded were motivated in part by the desire to
limit immigration from inferior nations, and conversely, it was assumed that the 1924
act would reduce the number of feebleminded immigrants. The issues of ethnicity
and disability were so intertwined in the immigration debate as to be inseparable. . . .

Historians have scrutinized the attribution of mental and physical inferiority
based on race and ethnicity, but only to condemn the slander. With their attention
confined to ethnic stereotypes, they have largely ignored what the attribution of
disability might also tell us about attitudes toward disabled people. Racial and eth-
nic prejudice is exposed while prejudice against people with disabilities is passed
over as insignificant and understandable. As a prominent advocate of restriction
wrote in 1930, “The necessity of the exclusion of the crippled, the blind, those
who are likely to become public charges, and, of course, those with a criminal
record is self evident.” The necessity has been treated as self-evident by histori-
ans as well, so much so that even the possibility of discrimination against people
with disabilities in immigration law has gone unrecognized. In historical accounts,



disability is present but rendered invisible or insignificant. While it is certain that
immigration restriction rests in good part on a fear of “strangers in the land,” in
John Higham’s phrase, American immigration restriction at the turn of the century
was also clearly fueled by a fear of defectives in the land.

Still today, women and other groups who face discrimination on the basis of identity
respond angrily to accusations that they might be characterized by physical, mental, or
emotional disabilities. Rather than challenging the basic assumptions behind the hierarchy,
they instead work to remove themselves from the negatively marked categories—that is, to
disassociate themselves from those people who “really are” disabled—knowing that such
categorization invites discrimination. For example, a recent proposal in Louisiana to permit
pregnant women to use parking spaces reserved for people with mobility impairments was
opposed by womens organizations. A lobbyist for the Womens Health Foundation said,
“We've spent a long time trying to dispel the myth that pregnancy is a disability, for obvi-
ous reasons of discrimination.” She added, “1 have no problem with it being a courtesy,
but not when a legislative mandate provides for pregnancy in the same way as for disabled
persons.™ To be associated with disabled people or with the accommodations accorded
disabled people is stigmatizing. . . .

This common strategy for attaining equal rights, which seeks to distance one’s own
group from imputations of disability and therefore tacitly accepts the idea that dis-
ability is a legitimate reason for inequality, is perhaps one of the factors responsible for
making discrimination against people with disabilities so persistent and the struggle
for disability rights so difficult. . . .

Disability is everywhere in history, once you begin looking for it, but conspicu-
ously absent in the histories we write. When historians do take note of disability,
they usually treat it merely as personal tragedy or an insult to be deplored and a
label to be denied, rather than as a cultural construct to be questioned and ex-
plored. Those of us who specialize in the history of disability, like the early histo-
rians of other minority groups, have concentrated on writing histories of disabled
people and the institutions and laws associated with disability. This is necessary and
exciting work. It is through this work that we are building the case that disability is
culturally constructed rather than natural and timeless—that disabled people have
a history, and a history worth studying. Disability, however, more than an identity,
is a fundamental element in cultural signification and indispensable for any histo-
rian seeking to make sense of the past. It may well be that all social hierarchies have
drawn on culturally constructed and socially sanctioned notions of disability. If this
is so, then there is much work to do. It is time to bring disability from the margins
to the center of historical inquiry.
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